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THE BEARING OF EVOLUTION ON 
RELIGION 



JAMES H. SNOWDEN, D.D., LL.D. 
Professor of Systematic Theology in the Western Theological Seminary 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 



No religious belief can be true that is contrary to that which is real. It is the glory 
of Christianity that it is not afraid of facts. Theologies may change, for they have been 
organized under the influence of imperfect, and in some cases abandoned, scientific con- 
ceptions. That evolution, as defined by Professor Snowden, is influencing our theologi- 
cal thinking is beyond question. That it will destroy fundamental Christian beliefs in 
God and his saving revelation in Jesus Christ is incredible. At the present time, how- 
ever, it is not altogether easy to think through the meanings of the Christian salvation 
from the new world-view given us by the physical and biological sciences. It must and 
can be done. Professor Snowden's article is one of the many valuable suggestions 
toward the accomplishment of this task. 



The term evolution in this article 
means the scientific theory which de- 
scribes the genetic processes of nature 
and includes no philosophical doctrine 
or implication as to the nature of ulti- 
mate reality and the First Cause of the 
world. Applied to the inorganic world 
it gives us the nebular hypothesis, which 
is a theory of evolution on a grand scale 
by which diffused nebular matter has 
been condensed into existing suns and 
systems. Applied to the constitution of 
matter it yields a theory of the evolution 
of electrons, possibly out of the ether, 
into atoms and molecules, an incon- 
ceivably long process by which the 
infinitesimal bricks were molded with 
which the vast structure of the universe 
has been built. But the chief applica- 
tion of the theory is to the organic 
world, and it describes the process by 
which all living forms have been derived 
by genetic descent from earlier and 
simpler forms, going back through 



immense geological ages to primitive 
cells and possibly one cell. 

The means by which this genetic 
descent was brought about, the "factors 
of organic evolution," have not been 
thoroughly worked out, and at this 
point there is much difference of view 
in the scientific world. Mr. Darwin's 
great contribution to this subject was his 
theory of natural selection, which is 
based on the four factors of heredity, 
variation, struggle for existence, and 
survival of the fittest. He thought this 
automatic process sifts out the best 
individuals and lets the unfit or the less 
fit perish, and by conserving and 
accumulating favorable variations gradu- 
ally transforms a species into a new 
species; and thus have been derived 
all the myriad forms of life. This is 
" Darwinism," which is only a theory of 
the method of evolution and not the 
doctrine of evolution itself, as some 
writers on the subject still suppose. 
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It is this theory of natural selection 
that has been subjected to criticism 
and modification as the sole and sufficient 
explanation of evolution. Biologists are 
now working along the line of inherent 
tendencies or forces in organic forms 
which predetermine the direction evolu- 
tion will take, so that, according to this 
view, evolution is not wholly a hit-and- 
miss method, the discharge of a shot- 
gun of which only one shot finds the 
target, as the early evolutionists sup- 
posed, but is rather the foreordination 
of inner types, the bullet of a rifle that 
goes to its mark. The later views do 
not supersede "Darwinism," much less 
do they destroy it, for they still make 
use of natural selection, which is a pro- 
cess going on in nature before our 
very eyes, to pick out and preserve the 
best evolving inner types. The impres- 
sion, sometimes sown abroad in religious 
circles, that "Darwinism is dead," is a 
mistake based on a misunderstanding of 
the technical meaning of the term 
"Darwinism," as though it meant evo- 
lution, whereas it only means a theory 
as to how evolution works. Mr. Dar- 
win's theory of natural selection still 
holds a place in recent views of evolu- 
tion, but it is regarded as only one of 
the factors in the process. The key to 
the problem of evolution is now being 
sought for in the secret of variation. 

Scientific evolution is thus a doctrine 
which deals only with the phenomenal 
process of the world. It observes what 
is going on in nature and seeks to trace 
the lines of connection and descent from 
earlier to later forms. But it does not 
go beneath the phenomenal surface 
into the primary origin and cause of 
the unfolding world, for this work does 



not belong to the domain of science and 
cannot be done with its instruments 
and methods. This is the field of phi- 
losophy, which seeks to penetrate be- 
neath or behind the phenomenal world 
into its noumenal reality and First 
Cause. These two fields of human 
investigation are quite distinct, and it 
is important that the distinction be 
clearly marked and kept in mind. It 
is true that the scientist may cross the 
boundary of science into metaphysics 
and he may be quite competent to do so, 
but in so doing he ceases to investigate 
and speak as a scientist and becomes 
a metaphysician; so, also, the meta- 
physician may and should study science, 
but he does this as a scientist and not as 
a metaphysician. 

Mischief results at this point when 
either of these two students tries to 
carry his authority as an expert in his 
own field over into the neighboring 
field. It was formerly not uncommon, 
though it is now happily growing less 
common, for a scientist of great reputa- 
tion as a geologist or biologist to deliver 
himself on a question of philosophy, 
such as the ultimate nature of reality 
and the First Cause of the world, as 
though his views on these subjects were 
entitled to the same weight as his views 
in his own field; and the theologian 
repaid the compliment by presuming 
to speak dogmatically on questions of 
science. But the distinction between 
science and philosophy is now more 
clearly understood by both scientists and 
philosophers, as is seen in such masterly 
books as Professor J. Arthur Thompson's 
Introduction to Science, and Professor 
James Y. Simpson's Spiritual Interpreta- 
tion of Nature. These eminent authorities 
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in biological and physical science not 
only know and define the necessary 
limitations of their field, but also under- 
stand and assert the deeper work and 
importance of philosophy. Science deals 
with phenomenal appearances, philoso- 
phy with noumenal realities. Science 
describes facts, philosophy interprets 
them. Science uses instruments of ob- 
servation and studies classification and 
genetic connection, philosophy furnishes 
the ultimate principles by which the 
results of science are understood. Phi- 
losophy must go to science for the raw 
material of fact, but science must go to 
philosophy for the inner nature and 
ultimate cause of the facts. Science 
thus ends where philosophy begins, and 
it takes both to make the full-orbed 
sphere of human knowledge. 

This preliminary discussion clears 
the field for and enables us to under- 
stand the bearing of evolution on reli- 
gion. Religion deals with God as the 
Creator and Immanent Cause of the 
world, or, more definitely, with God in 
his relation to the world and especially 
with the personal experience of men in 
their relation to God. 

By their very nature, then, evolution 
and religion cannot collide, for they 
move in different spheres or at different 
levels. The scientific evolutionist, as 
long as he keeps within his own proper 
field, cannot legitimately reach any 
conclusion and deliver any authoritative 
opinion hostile to religion, and the reli- 
gious thinker is equally excluded from 
assuming antagonism to science. A 
thoroughgoing evolutionist may either 
accept or reject religion, but he must do 
so on philosophical and not on scientific 
grounds; and so may a theologian either 



accept or reject evolution, but he must 
do so for scientific and not for religious 
reasons. 

Nevertheless, these two fields of 
thought may and must be brought into 
relation and interpreted in harmony 
with each other. It is not to be doubted 
that truth is ultimately unitary and 
harmonious, that the universe is a total 
organism in which all the parts exactly 
match and nicely fit together in a per- 
fect whole. The scientist has no general 
theory of the universe and has no right 
to one because of the limitation of his 
field and method; but the philosopher 
has such a theory, for this is his search 
and aim. The scientist, therefore, can- 
not as a scientist interpret philosophy, 
but the philosopher can and must inter- 
pret science, and he necessarily inter- 
prets it in terms of his general theory. 
Evolution, then, may be interpreted in 
terms of monism or of pluralism, of 
matter or of mind, of materialism or of 
idealism, of agnosticism and skepticism 
or of theism and Christian faith, accord- 
ing to the point of view or general philo- 
sophical theory of the interpreter. The 
theologian may hold without reserve 
the accepted scientific doctrine of evo- 
lution, but he is free to interpret it in 
accordance with his theistic philosophy 
and Christian faith. He is not only free 
to do this, but he finds that evolution 
fits into the facts and doctrines of reli- 
gion and enormously enlarges them and 
gives them immense confirmation. This 
can be indicated in this article only 
briefly at a few points. 

Evolution throws a broad light on the 
question of the existence of God. It 
was at first feared by religious believers 
that evolution was a way of accounting 
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for the world without God and was 
therefore essentially atheistic. Some of 
the early followers of Mr. Darwin, who 
did not hesitate to rush in where he 
was too reverent to tread, were bold 
and loud in proclaiming this view and 
there was much chattering to the effect 
that God had been dispensed with and 
that religion was thereby shown to be 
an outworn and dead superstition. 
It is a curious fact in the history of 
human thought that when it has been 
found out how a thing was done the 
first conclusion some men draw is that 
God did not do it. Our growing knowl- 
edge thus clears an ever-wider area in 
which there is no room for God, and the 
logical end of this process is an atheistic 
world. 

This superficial view has passed. 
Mr. Darwin himself did not entertain 
any such shallow notion, for he wrote 
in the first edition of his Origin of 
Species: "I see no good reason why 
the views given in this volume should 
shock the religious feelings of anyone." 
It is now generally seen and conceded 
that evolution is only the method by 
which the world was made and not its 
Initial and Immanent Cause. It is 
simply God's way of doing things and, 
instead of excluding, asserts and empha- 
sizes his presence and power in the 
process. The evolution of the world 
no more banishes God from its creation 
than the growth of corn excludes God 
from the cornfield. Everyone admits 
that individual plants and animals are 
produced by growth or evolution from 
single cells, and yet no one thinks this 
shuts God out of the process. But if 
God can produce individual living organ- 
isms by growth or evolution, so he may 



also produce species and the whole king- 
dom of life by the same means. The 
evolution of species introduces no new 
principle or difficulty as compared with 
the evolution of individuals. There is 
as much room for God in the one process 
as in the other, and the evolution of 
species is no more atheistic or irreligious 
than the growth of a babe. 

But has not evolution destroyed the 
old argument from design, given it its 
"deathblow," as Mr. Huxley asserted? 
The "old argument," yes, but not the 
principle of teleology, as Mr. Huxley 
himself admitted. The old form of this 
argument, known as the "carpenter" 
theory, supposed that the individual 
parts of the world were created inde- 
pendently and then put together, and 
the marvel was that they so exactly 
matched and fit. But now it is seen 
that the parts grew up together and 
mutually modified and, in a sense, made 
one another. The eye and the light 
were not created separately and then 
found to fit each other, but the eye 
through long use grew increasingly sensi- 
tive to the light as it adjusted its delicate 
membranes to the pulsations of the sun. 
Yet this evolutionary view, so far from 
excluding design, plants it more deeply 
and pervasively than ever in the primal 
elements and constitution of the uni- 
verse. Infinitely more wisdom and de- 
sign would be displayed in an original 
essence that would unfold into such a 
world as ours, a seed that would bloom 
into such a glorious harvest, than in a 
world cut out and put together after the 
manner of a carpenter. A living plant 
or animal evinces vastly more wisdom 
and plan than does an artificial one. 
Design in the world, so far from being 
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destroyed, is immeasurably deepened 
and enlarged by evolution. If evolu- 
tion accounts for the world, what will 
account for evolution? 

At this point, philosophy has some- 
thing to say as to the inner nature and 
First Cause of evolution. It cannot be 
rationally thought that anything comes 
out in the end of this process that was 
not put into it in its beginning or during 
its course. If higher products are 
evolved, either they must have been 
potentially present in the original seed 
and soil or they have been imported 
or breathed into the process as it un- 
folded. This opens wide the door for the 
entrance and presence of God in evolu- 
tion. He is never outside the process 
as an absentee, but is ever immanent in 
it, causing it to move and unfold and 
bringing out of it what he put into it or 
breathing into it fuller and richer breaths 
of life. Ex nihile nihil fit is a funda- 
mental axiom of both science and phi- 
losophy. No truth can be more certain 
to our minds than this primal principle 
of causation and logic. Involution must 
precede and equal evolution, and back 
of and within the whole process of the 
unfolding world as its immanent Ground 
is the Eternal Energy of Mr. Spencer, 
the First Cause of the philosopher, and 
the personal God of the theologian. 
Evolution, then, instead of destroying 
design and driving God out of the world, 
immensely deepens and confirms design 
and puts God more centrally and solidly 
on the throne of the universe. 

Idealistic philosophy, which builds its 
system of spirit and personality and is 
closely akin to religion, goes still farther 
and makes the universe simply the 
visible manifestation of God, the gar- 



ment, jeweled with stars, he wears, 
his life-breath condensed into the dew of 
the constellations, his immediate activity 
and presence in the world. This system 
of philosophy welcomes an evolutionary 
view of the universe, but our subject 
does not permit us to pursue this point 
farther. 

What bearing does evolution have 
on man ? It affirms the genetic descent 
of man in both body and soul from lower 
animal forms. It was this application of 
the theory that at first gave such a 
shock to religious feelings. But we need 
not fear or hesitate at this application 
of the doctrine, for it introduces no 
new principle or difficulty. Whether 
man was thus derived by evolutionary 
descent is a scientific question of fact 
to be decided by scientific methods of 
investigation. We do not in this article 
either affirm or deny the doctrine, but 
it is open to us to affirm that it is not 
irreligious. It does not touch the ulti- 
mate origin and nature of man as a 
divine creation and a child of God. The 
religious account of the creation of man 
is that "Jehovah God formed man of the 
dust of the ground and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life; and man 
became a living soul." This statement 
is strongly suggestive of an evolutionary 
process and it stands literally true in the 
light of our modern science. That the 
human body is formed of the dust of the 
ground is evidenced by the fact that it 
can be resolved into dust and may be 
seen distributed in jars and properly 
labeled in the chemical laboratory. And 
that man is also a living soul is the most 
direct and certain fact he knows; and 
that he is a child of God and an immortal 
spirit is indubitably attested in his 
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experience. Evolution does not touch 
or question these facts: it only affirms 
that man was not created instantly, but 
through a long process. It puts many 
steps between "the dust of the ground" 
and the developed human body, but 
these steps in no wise exclude but at 
every point and instant include God. 
Evolution does not in the least degree 
impair the spirituality and personality, 
freedom and responsibility, conscience 
and character, the supreme worth and 
immortality of man. It simply describes 
the process by which God created him as 
his human child and no more debases 
the worth of the child than evolutionary 
generation and growth impair the worth 
of our children. And as consciousness 
and personality, freedom and responsi- 
bility, conscience and character come 
out at the top of evolution in man, 
these powers and qualities must have 
been in the Cause in the beginning, 
and at this point evolution confirms 
our belief in a personal God. The fine 
blossoms and rich fruit on the branches 
of the tree show what was in the 
root. 

We do not need to pursue in detail 
the bearing of evolution on other doc- 
trines and experiences of religion. It 
has as much room as any other view of 
the world, and, in fact, has all the room 
there is, for providence and prayer, reve- 
lation and miracle, atonement and regen- 
eration, grace and salvation. So far 
from imposing upon us a materialistic or 
mechanical world in which all things 
are cast in iron molds and move as cog- 
wheels in a deterministic system, it is 
simply the activity of a personal God 
who is free to work out his purposes 
according to his wisdom and will. In a 



word, it is God's way of doing things, 
the divine program of creation and 
providence. 

But has not evolution profoundly 
changed the whole aspect of the world 
so that it has lost much of its former 
religious significance? Have not the 
"celestial light, the glory and the fresh- 
ness of a dream" been swept from it by 
our evolutionary science as the rosy 
dawn of the morning is dissipated by the 
piercing and pitiless light of the rising 
sun ? No doubt this has been in some 
degree the first effect of evolution. It 
takes time for us to adjust ourselves to 
new views, especially on such profound 
and vital matters as religion. But after 
the adjustment has been made the last 
state is better than the first. 

A somewhat analogous case is seen 
in the field of poetry. The new facts 
and inventions of science do not readily 
lend themselves to poetic use. Loco- 
motive and telephone do not sound well 
in verse. Only the old things that have 
grown familiar and dear and are en- 
veloped in halos of hallowed associations 
are full of poetic suggestion, color, and 
fire, that stir the imagination and burn 
in the heart. A cathedral window of 
new glass looks raw and glaring: only 
after the winds and the weather of 
centuries have blown their fine sand and 
rain against it and have tempered and 
mellowed it does it glow with deep 
and tender light that kindles the soul 
and opens vistas of celestial visions. The 
raw materials of our new science must be 
long tempered by use and custom before 
they will grow mellow and rich in poetic 
suggestion; but in time they will flame 
out in splendor and glory such as we 
have not vet seen. 



EVOLUTION AND RELIGION 



9 



Religion is pre-eminently a creature 
of use and custom. It is intensely con- 
servative and clings loyally and tena- 
ciously to the tried and trusted. The 
new startles it, the unfamiliar excites its 
distrust and fear. Time and again it has 
been frightened by new truth which 
it at first opposed and then finally 
accepted. The Copernican astronomy 
and then geology had to fight their way 
against religious opposition to orthodox 
acceptance, and the relation of religion to 
the whole course of scientific progress 
is a mournful history. But now the 
established results of these sciences have 
been harmoniously built into the most 
conservative theology. Agassiz said in 
effect that every great scientific truth 
passes through three stages with religious 
teachers: First, they say it destroys the 
Bible; second, they say it can be recon- 
ciled with the Bible; third, they say, We 
always believed it. Evolution inevi- 
tably had to encounter the same opposi- 
tion, but the battle is now about won, 
and only echoes of it are still heard. 
President James McCosh, of Presby- 
terian Princeton, in the early days of 
evolution was the first eminent philoso- 
pher and Christian apologist to proclaim 
and expound the theistic interpretation 
of this theory, and the path he blazed 
has now become a common road. Many 
if not most of the leading scientific 
evolutionists of today are Christian wor- 
shipers; and few are the Christian theo- 
logians that have not learned to think 
in terms of this principle: it is rapidly 
passing into the third stage in which 
religious teachers are saying, We always 
believed it. 

Yet evolution is still in the raw stage 
as regards religious use and custom. It 



does not yet harmonize with, and melt 
into, some of our religious thinking and 
especially our feeling. It would mar the 
music of our hallowed creeds and 
liturgies. Its terms would sound as 
awkward and undevotional in our hymns 
and prayers as nitroglycerin and hemo- 
globin would strike our ears as jarring 
notes in poetry. It has not yet been 
thoroughly converted and baptized into 
the Spirit. But its day is coming. Time 
will set it in its right relations and bring 
out its truth and beauty, custom will 
sanction it, tradition will hallow it. It 
is the very genius of religion to take 
everything and in due time consecrate 
it to service on its own altar. It has 
enormous transforming and assimilating 
power and it is digesting evolution 
into fresh blood and new strength and 
service. 

Wisdom is justified of her children. 
The heterodoxy of one age becomes 
the orthodoxy of the next, and what 
frightens the fathers becomes the friend 
of the children. Our eyes are becoming 
accustomed to the light of this view of 
the world, our minds and hearts will 
subdue themselves to its dye, our religion 
will think and live according to its laws, 
and our very worship will find it devout 
and inspiring. Then the glory and the 
freshness of the dream will come back 
and the universe will be religious once 
more; and not only religious, but vastly 
and profoundly more religious than ever. 
The best is yet to be. For as the 
Copernican astronomy, which at first 
wrought such fearful havoc in the old 
religious heavens and spread consterna- 
tion through the church, ended by 
replacing the narrow, cribbed, and 
cabined sky with a vaster and grander 
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universe, thereby immeasurably magni- 
fying the greatness of God, so will the 
evolutionary view of the world, theisti- 
cally interpreted and wrought out, give 
us a truer and more glorious doctrine 



of God, envelop us more intimately 
in his immediate activities, and enable 
us to realize as never before that "in 
him we live and move and have our 
being." 



ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE BOOK OF 

GENESIS 



PROFESSOR LEWIS BAYLES PATON, PH.D., D.D. 
Hartford Theological Seminary 



The study of the Old Testament has made great advances in the last twenty-five 
years. Yet, there has grown up an entire generation, many of whom are still uninformed 
of the elementary positions now generally held by Old Testament scholars. These 
articles by Professor Paton admirably set forth some of these positions. Of course, every 
man must give his personal coloring to what he writes, but, unless we are greatly 
mistaken, these statements will be accepted as a sort of common divisor of views held by 
Old Testament scholars of the historical literary school the world over. 

I. The Creation 



A hundred years ago our knowledge 
of the early history of the world was 
derived exclusively from the Bible and 
from the legends preserved by Greek and 
Latin authors. In the course of the last 
century a wealth of new information has 
come to light through the discoveries 
of astronomy, geology, archaeology, 
ethnology, philology, and comparative 
religion. These have given new mean- 
ing to the statements of the Bible 
and have supplied many gaps in its 
narrative. The purpose of the series 
that begins with the present article is to 
show in the successive periods of the 
world's ancient history how our knowl- 
edge has been enlarged by modern dis- 
coveries, and how these discoveries are 



to be correlated with the statements of 
the Bible. Accordingly, we take up 
first the primeval period, or period that 
preceded the appearance of man. 

A. The Sources for This Period 

i. The scientific account of creation. — 
The original records of the world's 
earliest history are furnished by astron- 
omy and geology. These records are 
written in the constitution of the solar 
system and in the rock strata and fossils 
of the earth. They are contemporary 
documents, and their testimony has 
unquestionable authority. 

2. The account in Gen. 1:1 — 2:4a. — 
This narrative is the beginning of P, or 
the Priestly Document, one of the four 



